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Lay Summary
An identity is made up of many overlapping social categories. Some of these
categories are race, gender, class, and ability. The Black woman identity is the
intersection of race and gender. More specifically it is the intersection of Blackness and
womanhood. For my thesis, the Black woman identity is inclusive in terms of gender
identity. This includes transgender, gender non-conforming, and non-binary individuals.
However, the term femme is only used to describe individuals who fall on the
LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual) spectrum and express
feminine qualities that are intentionally related to their identity.
The Black woman identity has been represented across various means of visual
communication, such as the fine arts, advertisements, film, and television. The aim of this
thesis is to challenge the misrepresentations that reinforce sexist and racist stereotypes
and fail to recognize Black women and femme as legitimate participants in society.
This research will address the responsibilities of a visual communicator, someone
who creates images that are meant to communicate an idea or message. One of these
responsibilities include portraying the Black woman identity as fully realized and
nuanced. This is because these portrayals act as extensions of real Black women and
femme and thus have real life consequences.
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Abstract
Reclaiming Images of Black Women:
An Investigation of Black Womanhood in Visual Communication
Taylor Simone Thomas
March, 2020

This thesis investigates how Black womanhood has been visually represented in
hopes to either recognize Black women as full, nuanced, and legitimate participants of
society or to reinforce monolithic representations built from the constructs of social,
political, and economic oppression. It also gives an analysis of Black feminism and how
Black feminist thought can be applied to the creative process in hopes of challenging
visual misrepresentations of Black womanhood. The aim of this thesis is to show that
artists and visual communicators do have a responsibility to be conscious of the messages
conveyed in their work. In addition, they must be vigilant about not reinforcing negative
stereotypes that represent Black womanhood as an inferior status.
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Introduction
The representation of Black womanhood in the visual communication field, such
as art, advertising, and film, has been created and curated by those who do not live the
Black woman experience. Because this field is predominately White and male, there is a
lack of understanding in how to represent Black womanhood–the intersection of
Blackness and the woman identity. On the topic of being a Black woman artist Faith
Ringgold said:
“No other creative field is as closed to those who are not white and male as is the
visual arts. After I decided to be an artist, the first thing that I had to believe was
that I, a black woman, could penetrate the art scene, and that, further, I could do
so without sacrificing one iota of my blackness or my femaleness or my
humanity.” 1
The result of this White and male dominated field is the racist and sexist stereotypes
against Black women that have been reinforced through the means of visual
communication.
The goal of my research is to confirm that visually misrepresenting Black
womanhood in visual communication contributes to existing negative stereotypes that
positions Black women as inferior in terms of race, gender, morality, and beauty. The
focus of my thesis is investigating different works of art and how they contribute to my
argument. My argument is that visual communicators have a responsibility to present
Black women representations as fully realized and nuanced. This is supported by my

1

Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation, Heidi R Lewis, Roland Mitchell, Takiyah Nur Amin, Velva Boles,
Claire Oberon Garcia, Jean Gumpper, et al, Beyond Mammy, Jezebel & Sapphire: Reclaiming Images of
Black Women : Works from the Collections of Jordan D. Schnitzer and His Family Foundation (Portland,
Oregon: Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation, 2016), 11.
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claim that misrepresentations cause harm to Black women, as these misrepresentations
are extensions of the Black woman identity.
My first claim presented in this thesis is that the visual misrepresentation of Black
women bodies and subjects reinforce racist and sexist stereotypes. These
misrepresentations create a monolithic portrayal of the Black woman identity. My second
claim is images that recognize Black women and femme as legitimate challenge these
stereotypes. This is done by producing nuanced, realized, and authentic images of Black
women.
The methodology I use to complete my research is led by the theory-driven
approach to cultural products, such as visual art, found in Ariella Azoulay’s The Civil
Contract of Photography. It is important to understand that while Azoulay’s theory
focuses on photography, it can be applied to any form of visual communication. The
theory presented frames the process of photography in terms of civic duty. She argues
that there is a civic duty for the photographer and the spectator to understand and
recognize the photographed as a legitimate body. This legitimate body is defined in terms
of citizenship, which she argues is gained through the recognition of a status, an
institution, and a set of practices. 2 According to Azoulay, when the photographed is not
recognized under these terms this civil duty is not being upheld. As a result, the
photographed is not being represented as full people and participants in society. While
Azoulay is applying this theory to the photography of Palestinian women in Israel, this
also applies to visual representations of Black womanhood in the United States. For this
thesis, the works of art are selected by applying Azoulay’s theory in terms of recognition.
2

Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography. Translated by Rela Mazali and Ruvik Danieli (New
York: Zone Books, 2008), 24–25.
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Some of the works represent the failure to recognize the citizenship of Black
womanhood, while others represent successful applications of this theory.
The first part of this thesis focuses on intersectionality, specifically the
intersection of race and gender. The purpose of this focus is to create an understanding of
why there was a need to address the condition of what it means to be Black and a woman.
This section also introduces Black feminism as not only a movement, but a set of
principles and core themes known as Black feminist thought. This section reveals how
Black feminism acts as a response to a feminism colonized by White women and Black
liberation movements that neglected to address women’s issues. I explore the themes of
Black feminism and how these themes present questions about how Black women should
be represented in a visual space.
The second section focuses on historical and modern stereotypes that Black
women face. These stereotypes, also known as caricatures, include ‘The Mammy’ and
‘The Jezebel’. This section traces the history of how these stereotypes came to exist and
where they can be found in visual communication. These caricatures help to understand
the role visual communication plays in reinforcing these stereotypes against the Black
woman identity. It also introduces a negative visual treatment that is specific to
representations of Black womanhood, meaning that addressing racism and sexism
separately does not effectively reject these stereotypes.
The next section focuses on the Black woman figure as the subject. This section
starts with an analysis of historical images that treated Black women bodies as subjects of
science and entertainment. This section addresses the visual treatment of Black women
subjects in terms of their anatomy. Because so much of the narrative surrounding Black

3

womanhood focuses on their body, this section confronts the impact this has on
representing Black women as fully realized people.
The last section focuses on how tools of visual communication can impact Black
trans women and Black femme folks, a group not only targeted for their gender identity,
but also their blackness and queer identity. While violence in the LGBTQ+ community is
not new, Black trans women are currently experiencing a heightened level of violence
that has led to Black trans women accounting for 77 percent of the trans women
murdered in 2015. 3 In addition, this section covers the Black trans woman and Black
femme experience as beautiful and one filled with a sense of community and pride. This
section looks at works created in honor of Trans Day of Remembrance and photography
that captures the House Ballroom scene.
The goal with this thesis is to communicate the importance of authentic, visual
representations of Black womanhood and how they challenge the racist, sexist, and
transphobic stereotypes assigned to the Black woman identity.

3

William T. Hoston, Toxic Silence: Race, Black Gender Identity, and Addressing the Violence against Black
Transgender Women in Houston (New York: Peter Lang, 2018), 9.
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Section One:
Intersectionality & Black Feminism
It is important to establish how intersectionality is defined and how this impacts
personal and social identities. Intersectionality is understood as an approach that
acknowledges the interconnectedness of social identities, whether that be race, gender,
sexuality, class, religion, or disability.4 Intersectionality acknowledges that an individual
does not experience one of these identities in a vacuum. The overlapping of identities
constructs not only the personal lens of an individual, but also their social standing in
society.
In Seeing Differently, Amelia Jones points to the 1991 Anita Hill–Clarence
Thomas hearing as one of the moments that led to a larger discussion around
intersectionality. 5 Anita Hill was met with anti-black sentiments, in addition to sexist and
misogynistic treatment. This is largely due to the fact that Hill is a Black woman, an
intersection of race and gender that was not acknowledged in feminist movements led by
White women. In Whose Story is it Anyway? Feminist and Antiracist Appropriations of
Anita Hill, Kimberlé Crenshaw argued that an intersectional approach was not being
applied to conversations concerning identity. She says Hill was left, “vulnerable to
ideological disempowerment because [she] simply did not exist within the purview of
single-issue identity politics” 6 Crenshaw accurately describes the consequence of
refusing to address intersectionality when dealing with matters concerning identity.

4

Sumi Cho, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall, "Toward a Field of Intersectionality Studies:
Theory, Applications, and Praxis," Signs 38, no. 4 (2013): 785-810.
5
Amelia Jones, Seeing Differently: A History and Theory Identification and the Visual Arts. (Abingdon,
Oxon England: Routledge, 2012), 127.
6
Jones, Seeing Differently, 129.
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While there have been political movements based around ending racial injustice
or gender inequality, they often do not address both. Many Black women activists were
relegated to subordinate positions or silenced entirely in organizations created to address
racial injustice. In an analysis of the late 1960s and early 1970s, historian Paula Giddings
referred to this as the “masculine decade– one rife with misogyny that infected male
thinking within organizations such as SNCC, CORE, the Black Panthers, and the Nation
of Islam.” 7 This is because these organizations failed to understand the importance of
addressing issues important and specific to the Black woman experience. Similarly,
Black women faced obstacles concerning their Blackness in the Feminist Movement. A
major point of contention was the desire to work outside of the home being described as
an issue for all women. In Art of Fire: The Politics of Race and Sex in the paintings of
Faith Ringgold, Lisa E. Farrington points out that “While the majority of women in the
Feminist movement were eager to engage in the labor force as a way to free themselves
from domestic drudgery, African-American women were looking for relief from arduous
working conditions and low paying jobs.” 8 This issue, among many others, caused Black
women to believe movements addressing sexism or racism did not fully tackle issues
facing Black women, resulting in Black feminism.
Black feminism arises out of the acknowledgement that Black women experience
gender and racial bias differently than White women and Black men. Patricia Hill Collins
defines Black Feminism in terms of its commitment to addressing and resisting
intersecting oppressions. She says, “As a critical social theory, Black feminist thought

7

Lisa E. Farrington and Faith Ringgold, Art on Fire: The Politics of Race and Sex in the Paintings of Faith
Ringgold (New York: Millennium Fine Arts Pub, 1999), 183.
8
Farrington, Art on Fire, 180.
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aims to empower African-American women within the context of social injustice
sustained by intersecting oppressions. 9 This definition presents a critical point in that
instances of social injustice impact the lives of Black women in terms of their intersecting
identities.
A core theme in the Black feminist fight against social injustice is the relationship
between Black womanhood and violence. Black women encounter acts of sexual violence
and abuse at much higher rates than other ethnic groups. In 2017, the Institute for
Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) conducted research on violence against Black women
in the United States. The research spoke to how vulnerable Black women are to acts of
violence, specifically sexual violence. More than 20 percent of Black women are raped
during their lifetimes—a higher share than among women overall.10 By examining this
data, it is evident that this intersection of Blackness and womanhood correlates with
higher instances of experienced sexual and domestic violence. Black feminist thought
works to understand not only what societal conditions cause these kinds of injustices
toward Black women, but also what work needs to be done to confront them.

9

Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 25–26.
10
Susan Green, “Violence Against Black Women – Many Types, Far-reaching Effects,” Institute for
Women’s Policy Research, July 17, 2017, https://iwpr.org/violence-black-women-many-types-farreaching-effects/
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Section Two:
Stereotypes & Caricatures
This intersectional approach to artmaking acknowledges that there is a specific
treatment toward representations of Black women in visual communication that need to
be addressed. This rise of these treatments coincides with the rise of Black consciousness
and liberation that followed the abolishment of slavery. In Symbolic Slavery: Black
Representations in Popular Culture, Steven C. Dubin connects the rise of stereotypical
images to Jim Crow legislation. He says, “Black caricatures may have been an additional
attempt at reasserting white control”. 11 While there are many racist and sexist stereotypes
assigned to the Black woman identity, two of the most common ones are ‘The Jezebel’
and ‘The Mammy’.
Black feminist thought contends that one of the reasons Black women are more
susceptible to acts of sexual violence is due to the stereotype that defines Black women
as hypersexual or sexual deviants. This stereotype, commonly referred to as The Jezebel,
can be traced to times of enslavement, where African women were deemed hypersexual
in an effort to justify their enslavement and unceasing sexual abuse. The Jezebel is
depicted as “seductive, cunning, and as the biblical reference implies, an erotic temptress
whose mesmerizing sensuality is the antithesis of the innocence and piety attributed to
the true womanhood of affluent white women.” 12 While the Jezebel has been popularized
to sell products, the impact of this stereotype has been mostly seen in visual
communications through film.

11
12

Farrington, Art on Fire, 141.
Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation, Beyond Mammy, Jezebel & Sapphire, 23.
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Acting as a celebration of the Jezebel, the film Carmen Jones depicts Black
womanhood as being defined by this Jezebel caricature. This film follows the romance of
factory worker Carmen Jones and a soldier named Joe, who hopes to become a pilot one
day. Played by Dorothy Dandridge, Jones is characterized as a Jezebel caricature through
her seductive, manipulative, and immoral ways. This characterization can be seen
through her attempts to seduce Joe, even though she was aware he was preparing to
marry his girlfriend Cindy Lou. The film begins with Joe being tasked to take Jones to
jail after she fought another factory worker. In one of her many attempts to seduce Joe
she says, “I’m no fun to you, in jail” representing a comfortability in leveraging the
promise of sex to stay out of jail. 13 While Joe eventually does succumb to her attempts,
he is not held accountable and all responsibility for this affair lies with Jones. His
longtime girlfriend remains loyal to him and Joe is only punished for not bringing Jones
into jail. This narrative defines Black womanhood by the Jezebel caricature because of
how Jones is held accountable for the actions of the men in this film. Her seductive and
manipulative ways are responsible for Joe’s failure to focus on his career and remain
faithful to his girlfriend. This film ends with Joe referring to Jones as a tramp and kills
her so that “she doesn’t do this to another man.”14
The Jezebel caricature is also portrayed through Jones’ friends, two other Black
women characters, Frankie and Myrt. The viewer is introduced to these characters at a
Louisiana nightclub where boxing champion Husky Miller is spending his night. Frankie
and Myrt set their sights on Miller and his team because “that’s where the money is.” 15

13

Otto Preminger. Carmen Jones (1954, Moorpark: 20th Century Fox, 2006), DVD
Otto Preminger. Carmen Jones (1954, Moorpark: 20th Century Fox, 2006), DVD
15
Otto Preminger. Carmen Jones (1954, Moorpark: 20th Century Fox, 2006), DVD
14
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This depiction portrays these Black women as willing to do anything for jewelry and a
mink coat, characteristics of a Jezebel caricature. However, Miller wants the company of
Jones and charges Frankie and Myrt with the task of convincing her to leave with him to
Chicago. When Jones declines after deciding to wait for Joe, her friends tease her for not
choosing the lavish life over love. Frankie and Myrt establish a narrative that Black
womanhood is defined by this immoral desire to acquire nice things at any cost.
The success of Carmen Jones contributes to the popularization of Black women
characters being portrayed as the Jezebel caricature. For her performance of Jones in this
film, Dorothy Dandridge was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actress,
recognizing her as the first Black woman to achieve this honor. 16 While this nomination
was viewed as progress for the Black acting community, it also reinforces the racist and
sexist trope of Black womanhood being defined by manipulation and sexual deviance. As
a result, Black women actors received the most accolades and recognition for portraying
characters similar to Jones. In 2001, the first Black woman to win an Academy Award for
Best Actress was Halle Berry for her portrayal of Leticia Musgrove in Monster’s Ball.
Like Carmen Jones, Musgrove was defined by her sexual relationship to the men in this
film, specifically Hank Grotowski who was involved in the execution of Musgrove’s late
husband. It also important to note that Berry is currently the first and only Black women
to receive this award. In summary, American cinema has defined Black womanhood by
the Jezebel caricature and celebrated the representation.
However, the response to challenging the hypersexualization of Black
womanhood or the Jezebel caricature should not be to deny sexuality for Black women.
16

Yvonne D. Sims, Women of Blaxploitation: How the Black Action Film Heroine Changed American
Popular Culture (McFarland, 2015), 39.
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Often times Black woman’s sexuality is portrayed in the extremes of sexual deviance or
the absence of sexuality entirely. An example of Black women being denied a sexual
identity is present in the one of the most famous Second Wave feminist works of art,
Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party. 17 The Dinner Party commemorates the lives and
achievements of 39 women including Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth I, and Hatshepsut.
This work is a triangular-shaped dinner table separated into three wings, representing
three different time periods. For each of the 39 women there is a table setting that
includes a hand-painted plate, each possessing an illustrated vulva.

Fig. 1, Chicago, Judy, The Dinner Party, Ceramic, Porcelain, Textile, 1974–79 (Brooklyn Museum),
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-united-states/a/judychicago-the-dinner-party.

Chicago’s The Dinner Party denies a sexual identity for Black women through the
plate of Sojourner Truth, which is one of two plates that do not feature an illustrated

17

Carolyn Gage, “Guess Who’s Not Coming to Dinner: A Feminist Reconstruction of ‘The Dinner Party’”
Rain and Thunder: A Radical Feminist Journal of Discussion and Activism, no. 2 (1999): 1.
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vulva. It is important to also note that Truth is the only American Black woman to be
given a plate in this artwork. Truth’s plate features human faces instead of a vulva and is
stylized to reference African masks. Chicago’s decision to deny Truth the same artistic
treatment as the other women honored in this piece speaks to the discomfort with Black
women expressing a sense of sexual identity or a misguided response to address
hypersexualized stereotypes, such as the Jezebel. 18

Fig. 2, Chicago, Judy, The Dinner Party, Ceramic, Porcelain, Textile, 1974–79 (Brooklyn Museum),
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/eascfa/dinner_party/place_settings/sojourner_truth.

Fig. 3, Chicago, Judy, The Dinner Party, Ceramic, Porcelain, Textile, 1974–79 (Brooklyn Museum),
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/eascfa/dinner_party/place_settings/sojourner_truth.

Either way, The Dinner Party represents how the sexual identity of Black women
has been defined by its juxtaposed relationship with the sexual identity of White women.
This can be seen through depicting Black women as sexual deviants in order to appear

18

Gage, “Guess Who’s Not Coming to Dinner”, 2.
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opposite of the pious and pure White woman. It can also be seen through the erasure of
the Black woman’s sexual identity as a means to emphasize the sexual freedom
demanded by White feminism. While the Jezebel caricature stereotypes the Black woman
identity in terms of sexuality, the Mammy caricature defines Black women as subservient
domestic figures.
The most recognized representation of the Mammy is Aunt Jemima. Chris L. Rutt
and Charles G. Underwood began looking for a face for their ready-mix pancake in 1889.
After seeing the song “Old Aunt Jemima” performed in a minstrel show, they decided
that this “mammy” caricature would personify their new company. They eventually
brought in Nancy Green to play the Aunt Jemima caricature until in her death in 1923.
19

Aunt Jemima was described as “big, fat, cantankerous, and fiercely independent, but

also sweet, jolly, and good-tempered.” 20 This representation placed the Black woman as
servants to White society, specifically White women and children. She is a caricaturized
representation of Black women who acted as caregivers and nursemaids to White families
during enslavement. This subservient figure portrays a false narrative that Black women
happily consented to the role of caregiver and nursemaid to White families. The reality is
that many of these women experienced rape and were forced to act as breeders for these
families. The violent and dehumanizing reality that many Black women faced as they
were forced to work during enslavement is erased and reduced to this grotesque
character.

19

Marilyn Kern-Foxworth, “Plantation Kitchen to American Icon: Aunt Jemima” Public Relations Review,
no. 16 (1990): 58
20
Kern-Foxworth, “Plantation Kitchen to American Icon”, 57
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The use of Aunt Jemima was not challenged by White society. This representation
was widely used throughout the 19th and 20th centuries to sell and promote products such
as pancake mix. In fact, “By 1918, more than 120 million Aunt Jemima breakfasts were
served annually.” 21 The popularity of Aunt Jemima heavily impacted the way Black
women in America were viewed at the time. Because Aunt Jemima products and
advertisements were commonly found in White households, discrimination and negative
stereotypes against Black women was reinforced.

Fig. 4, Davis Milling Company, Ad for Aunt Jemima pancake flour, 1909 (Library of Congress),
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NewYork_tribune.,_November_07,_1909,_Page_20,_Image_44_
Aunt_Jemima.jpg

A reimagined version of this caricature is still being used today for the Aunt
Jemima product line, which has extended into frozen foods, pancake syrups, corn meal
mixes, and grits. In Plantation Kitchen to American Icon, Marilyn Kern-Foxwoth argues
21

Kern-Foxworth, “Plantation Kitchen to American Icon”, 56

14

that Aunt Jemima has been accepted as an icon into American society because Jemima
represents a sense of comfort and stability that is longed for by those who miss the days
of the “Black mammy”.22 However, Foxworth ignores the uncomfortable reality that this
sense of comfort and stability is actually the longing for Black women to be passive
servants, exercising no agency in their liberation and freedom.

Fig. 5, Mozart, Mike, Aunt Jemima, Syrup, 2014 (Flickr),
https://www.flickr.com/photos/jeepersmedia/14911218055

The influence of Aunt Jemima has been felt beyond the product line and has
become popularized throughout other forms of art and media. The fried chicken fast food
chain Popeyes has molded their spokesperson after the Aunt Jemima caricature. In an

22

Kern-Foxworth, “Plantation Kitchen to American Icon”, 63
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effort to rebrand Popeyes as the Louisiana kitchen it is known for today; Annie the
Chicken Queen was introduced in 2008. She is a Black woman depicted as a Popeyes
cook, as she wears her Popeyes uniform. Similar to Aunt Jemima, she is depicted as the
jolly cook whose sole purpose is to make the best chicken you will ever taste. By
investigating the 2019 TV commercial for Popeyes new chicken sandwich, “Therapist”, it
is clear that Annie the Chicken Queen has been reduced to an Aunt Jemima caricature in
an effort to market this new product. The commercial starts out with Annie resting on the
couch of her therapist, who is a White man. She is joyfully stating that “she finally did it,
she finally perfected the recipe for her chicken sandwich”. The scene turns to the
therapist eating the chicken sandwich while dismissing all of Annie’s concerns and
thoughts about this process. At the end, he dismissively says, “I feel great, good talk” to
which Annie gets up and leaves the room after realizing that he has not been listening to
her. The commercial then cuts to a promotion of the new chicken sandwich. This
commercial illustrates how Annie the Chicken Queen is given a one-dimensional
treatment of being simply a servant and that her attempt to expand – although superficial
– is rejected.

Fig. 6, Ad Age, How Annie Helped Popeyes Find Its Brand Identity–Louisiana,
https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/annie-helped-popeyes-find-brand-identity-louisiana/293818

16

Fig. 7, iSpot.tv, Popeyes Chicken Sandwich TV Commercial, 'Therapist',
https://www.ispot.tv/ad/dhly/popeyes-chicken-sandwich-therapist

In an attempt to challenge the stereotypical representation of Aunt Jemima, artists
have created works that seek to revoke the characteristics associated with this caricature.
American painter, Joe Overstreet, uses The New Jemima to transform Aunt Jemima from
a subservient figure to an empowered figure. Overstreet depicts a smiling Aunt Jemima
gleefully firing a machine gun while pancake targets fly throughout the image. This
depiction gives new meaning to the Aunt Jemima smile which usually references
contentment in her circumstances. This work transforms this smile to act as commentary
on Aunt Jemima or Black womanhood taking back the power of their narrative. But
Overstreet does not remove all stereotypical representations of the Black woman identity
in The New Jemima. Instead, he replaces the subservient Aunt Jemima figure with a
different yet also common Black woman caricature: the superwoman.

17

Fig. 8, Overstreet, Joe, The New Jemima, Acrylic on fabric over plywood construction, 1964, 1970 (The
Menil Collection, Houston), https://hammer.ucla.edu/now-dig-this/art/the-new-jemima

In Art on Fire, Farrington describes this transformation as such: “Gone is the
benevolent matron. In her place stands an angry and violent fighting machine, ready to do
battle with guns or fists, posing malevolent danger to man and child.” 23 This work denies
an intersectional approach that does not consider challenging all stereotypes of Black
womanhood. By replacing one caricature with another one, Overstreet still misses the
point of addressing the problem of Black womanhood being displayed in a onedimensional approach. The New Jemima reduces the response to Aunt Jemima to
violence and anger, while removing any emotions of vulnerability. It also denies the
viewer insight into the lived experience of the Black women who were defined by their
violent relationships to White society. The New Jemima also does not offer any critique
on the grotesque representation of Black womanhood. While the figure is shown to be an
active figure in her own liberation, she is still dressed in Aunt Jemima’s clothing and
using pancakes for targets. Both of these elements remove a sense of self-consciousness
in order to maintain the grotesque nature of the original figure.
However, the Aunt Jemima caricature was also challenged by many Black women
artists like Betye Saar. Saar uses the intersection of Blackness and womanhood to
thoughtfully deconstruct and address the dangerous stereotypes that are invoked by the
representation of Aunt Jemima. She uses The Liberation of Aunt Jemima to deconstruct
this mythologized representation of the Mammy or caregiver role. She uses formal
elements of art to compose the compositional elements in order to achieve this
23
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deconstruction. A formal analysis considers the visual elements of a piece – such as line,
shape, form, space, texture, color and contrast. On the other hand, a compositional
analysis considers how those formal elements convey other information – such as
narrative, theme, issues, subject matter, stories and ideas.

Fig. 9, Saar, Betye, "The Liberation of Aunt Jemima," Mixed Media, 1972, Margaret M. Bridwell Art
Library, In Art on Fire: The Politics of Race and Sex in the paintings of Faith Ringgold by Lisa Farrington,
Page 145, New York, NY: Millenium Fine Arts, 1999.

In The Liberation of Aunt Jemima, Saar uses shape and form, specifically height,
to create hierarchy between the different figures. The work features two figures, each
deconstructing Aunt Jemima in a different way. The larger figure uses stereotypical
characteristics found in the minstrel shows that were popular in the 1800s. During these
shows White actors wore Blackface – a racist representation of Black people with
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bulging eyes and exaggerated lips. Blackface was meant to portray the Black community
as lazy and poorly educated. Saar uses the larger figure to investigate this representation
and how it relates to Aunt Jemima. The figure holds a broom in one hand – representing
the subservient role that Black women was assumed to fill. In the other hand, she holds a
rifle – representing the fight for liberation that is due to her. The smaller figure is another
variation of Aunt Jemima shown holding a crying baby. However, the body of this figure
is replaced with a Black power fist.
By using height to create hierarchy between these two figures, Saar tells a story:
the complex experience of what it meant to possess the Black woman identity, while
living in the reality that the Aunt Jemima caricature was created to mock. Similar to
Overstreet, Saar uses the larger figure to represent the will to fight in one’s own
liberation. However, she also depicts the harsh realities of rape and sexual abuse that
Black women faced through the depiction of a mixed-raced baby. 24 The layered
symbolism of this hierarchy of images gives the viewers context as to what circumstances
led to Aunt Jemima brandishing a weapon and becoming the warrior she was forced to
be.

24
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Section Three:
The Black Woman Body as Figure & Subject

The long history of the objectification of Black bodies begins with the study of
African bodies through what were called ‘ethnographic photographs’. These photographs
treated the Black body as a specimen, subjects for study and observation. 25 Photographs,
produced as postcards, of the Black woman body were circulated throughout the West.
These often-sexualized images treated the body as subject and gave no consideration to
the individual. François-Edmond Fortier, a Dakar-based French photographer, was
known for his nude photographs of African bodies, mostly young girls. One of his
photographs features a young Senegalese girl in a studio, undressed with an uneasy pose.
26

Due to the nature of colonization, it is most likely the case this young girl did not

consent to have her nude body photographed, further objectifying her. Her body is treated
as an artifact or specimen through Fortier’s use of black and white photography and
naming of image, which only refers to her as an unnamed young girl.
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Fig. 10, Fortier, François-Edmond, "French West Africa. Senegal. Young girl. Lebou type," postcard, 1900,
Margaret M. Bridwell Art Library, In Black Womanhood: Images, Icons, and Ideologies of the African
body by Barbara Thompson, Page 95, Seattle, WA: Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College in
Association with University of Washington Press, 2008.

One of the most prominent acts of objectifying the Black woman body is the
display of Sara Baartman, famously known as ‘Hottentot Venus’. In the early 1800s
Baartman’s body was on display for an exhibition that toured London. The ‘Hottentot
Venus’ show was described as a marvel nature, a freak show, the unveiling of Baartman’s
large buttocks. 27 During this show Baartman would walk onto the stage, sing a song, and
turn around allowing for spectators to view her buttocks and even poke her with a stick.28
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This exhibition reduced Baartman to her body parts, giving value to only her anatomy as
a form of entertainment. While she was certainly not the only African woman or person
who was coerced by colonizers into this disparaging form of entertainment, Baartman’s
story represents a larger conversation about Black women and the lack of agency over
their bodies.

Fig. 11, Health, William, A Pair of Broad Bottoms, 1810 (British Museum),
https://sites.temple.edu/femalebody/2019/03/25/william-heath-a-pair-of-broad-bottoms-1810/

The long history of objectifying the bodies of Black women is one of the reasons
Black feminism addresses the power of self-definition. Like Baartman, many Black
women have not been the curators of images regarding their own bodies. Black feminist
poet Audre Lorde addresses this experience when she says, “In order to survive, those of
us for whom oppression is as American as apple pie have always had to be watchers.” 29
Lorde is referring to Black women, such as Baartman, who have had to stand by and
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watch the narrative concerning their identity be written by their oppressors. One of the
ways Black feminism has challenged objectifying images of the Black woman body is by
creating images defined by Black women themselves. Many Black women artists have
created works to embody this Black feminist perspective that allows for these artists to
redefine conversations about their bodies.
In an effort to reclaim images of Black women, Wangechi Mutu’s assembled
images in Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors: Adult Female Sexual
Organs to confront the painful history of focusing on the anatomy of Black women
instead of their individual identities. In these images, Mutu builds the face of a figure
from different materials like magazines and medical books. Every one of these figures
features part of the female anatomy–specially the uterus. The choice to build these
images around the female anatomy is a callback to images like the Fortier postcard and
the Baartman exhibition. Through these works, Mutu is acknowledging that images of
Black women tend to focus on their anatomy and ignore real, nuanced representations
and stories. One of these representations is transgender, gender non-conforming, and nonbinary individuals who identify with the Black femme experience, but not with the
female anatomy. Mutu tackles this by creating images that don’t explicitly represent
cisgender Black women alone. 30 These abstract images balance the desire to convey
Black womanhood without creating restrictions for who is allowed to identify with the
Black femme experience.
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Fig. 12, Mutu, Wangechi, " Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors: Adult Female Sexual
Organs," 12 digital prints and mixed media collage, 2006, Margaret M. Bridwell Art Library, In Beyond
Mammy, Jezebel, &Sapphire: Reclaiming Images of Black Women by Heidi R Lewis, Roland Mitchell,
Takiyah Nur Amin, Velva Boles, Claire Oberon Garcia, Jean Gumpper, Page 65-67, Portland, OR: Jordan
Schnitzer Family Foundation, 2016.

The images also offer a distorted, even unrecognizable, figure through her
collaging process. This creates nuance in the images because it forces the viewer to think
about Mutu’s choices and their significance. For example, almost all of the images utilize
pieces of a White woman figure, representing idealized beauty standards. 31 In doing this,
Mutu confronts the realization that Black women are held to beauty standards based in
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Whiteness. As a result, this piece addresses how features commonly associated with
Blackness are not seen as beautiful and how this impacts the way Black womanhood is
viewed and thus misrepresented.
In Art on my Mind: Visual Politics, bell hooks investigates the Black woman body
through an analysis of a Lorna Simpson piece called The Waterbearer (Fig. 1). This black
and white photograph positions a Black woman as the water bearer, pouring water from
both hands out of two objects: a plastic bottle and a metal tankard. The figure is wearing
a white, loose-fitting dress and the viewer can only see the figure from behind. The
photograph is paired with the following text that speaks to the content of the work.

She saw him disappear by the river
They asked her to tell what happened
Only to discount her memory

Fig. 13, Simpson, Lorna, "The Waterbearer," Silver Print, 1986, Margaret M. Bridwell Art Library, In Art
on My Mind: Visual Politics by Bell Hooks, Page 95, New York, NY: New Press, 1995.
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Simpson places the figure in a position of power in this image. The power is held
in her stance that limits the viewers access to her emotions and thoughts. This relates to
the phrases accompanying the work because it reinforces the idea that she is not giving
away her memory, for it to only be discounted or forgotten. As a result, her narrative is
kept safe in her space and view, out of sight of those, the racist and sexist society, who
mean to delegitimize her memory. Her body is being treated as a way to convey messages
about her experience instead of focusing on her anatomy. bell hooks argues that Lorna
Simpson’s work brings awareness to the aspects of Black woman identity not represented
in White mainstream culture because it does not reinforce racist and sexist stereotypes
commonly associated with Black woman figures. 32 As a result, Simpson fulfills her
responsibility of using her work to visual communicate a fully realized Black woman
identity.
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Section Three:
Visualizing the Black Trans Woman Experience

The intersection of gender and race that creates Black womanhood, and thus
Black feminist thought, does not exclude Black trans women and Black femme. With that
being the case, the social standing of Black trans women is not only impacted by their
Blackness, but also their trans identity. Like many Black LGBTQIA (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, trans, queer, intersex, asexual) folk, Black trans women face instances of
intolerance and hate within the Black community as persons of trans experience.
Similarly, they also experience anti-blackness within the larger LGBTQIA community.
As a result, Black LGBTQIA people have created communities and safe spaces, such as
the QTPOC (queer and trans people of color) community and the House Ballroom scene.
While historical Black liberation movements, such as the Civil Rights movement
and the Black Power movement, organized around an agenda to end violence against
Black lives, these movements almost never addressed Black LGBTQIA lives lost to
senseless, hate-based violence. This impacts the lives of Black trans and femme women
as they are most often on the other end of these violent and deadly attacks. The 2017
report from The National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs (NCAVP) found that
people of color and transgender or gender-nonconforming people are most often the
victims of hate-based homicides, with 40 percent of that being trans women of color. 33
Activists hoping to bring awareness to this issue have taken several steps of action such
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as creating the hashtag “#BlackTransLivesMatter”, a revision to the Black Lives Matter
hashtag that has predominately focused on violence toward Black cisgender men. In an
effort to mourn trans folks that have lost their lives to violence, Transgender Day of
Remembrance (TDoR), November 20th, was founded. This day acts as not only a moment
for reflection and grieving, but also a reminder that trans people do not experience and
remember these tragedies alone. TDoR has become an avenue for trans individuals to
connect and unite around bringing awareness to this violence, but also revealing the
beautiful parts of the trans experience.
In light of TDoR, trans artists of color came together for an art project, Trans Day
of Resilience, to mourn the lives lost to transphobic violence, while also celebrating the
resiliency of this community. Founded with the Audre Lorde Project in 2014, the Trans
Day of Resilience art project features art and poetry as an offering to trans communities
of color. 34 Ashleigh Shackelford is a Black trans femme artist that created a portrait
addressing body positivity and sex work for the art project. This work lays four Black
femme bodies against what appears to be a magical, celestial backdrop. Across the top of
the artwork is the words, “Protect Black Trans Sex Workers.” This portrait offers a
unique perspective on sex work as it relates to the Black trans and femme experience.
Most visual representations of sex work use violence as a deterrent from this work,
creating a negative representation of sex workers. Shackelford’s portrait illustrates that
there is nothing inherently wrong with sex work. These affirming portraits do not
represent the femme bodies as victims of their occupations. However, to Shackelford’s
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point, there is a lack of protection given to sex workers and more specifically Black trans
sex workers.

Fig. 14, Shackelford, Ashleigh, Protect Black Trans Sex Workers, 11x17" Poster, 2018 (Forward Together),
https://forwardtogether.org/art/protect-black-trans-sex-workers/

Shackelford’s portrait also speaks to the need for representations that emphasize
beauty and glamour, or in broader sense, the reality of this experience. The figures in this
portrait take pride in their appearance, an element not commonly seen for Black femme
portraits. They also are not afraid to express a sense of sensuality that is not dependent on
the gaze of the viewer. Instead, the figures display a sense of confidence that can be seen
in their commanding stare and composed poses. In describing why this representation of
Black trans women was important, Shackelford said she was, “Thinking about all the
work it takes, because of how we show up in the world and how we really have to build
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ourselves from scratch because the world really strips that autonomy from us.” 35 This
reveals how the Black trans femme experience must be visualized through a lens built in
lived experience and honesty. This results in visual representations of Black trans women
and femme bodies being treated as legitimate bodies.
In addition, capturing the House Ballroom scene has become an avenue for Black
trans women and femme folks to be visually represented beyond the confines of the
violence. Originally, Ball Culture was a response to the racial discrimination that Black
participants experienced in the pageant community. Pepper Lebeija, from the House of
Labeija, implied that Black queens were expected to lighten their skin if they wanted to
walk in competitions. She said, “They used to tell me, ‘You have negroid features,’ and
I’d say, ‘That’s all right, I have white eyes.’ That’s how it was back then.” 36 It was this
kind of treatment that caused Black and Latinx pageant participants to create their own
spaces resulting in the House Ballroom culture we know today. Because this culture
became a safe space for LGBTQ+ people of color, many Black trans women, femmes,
and drag queens became heavily involved as participants and House mothers.
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Fig. 15, Regnault, Chantal, Photograph: Chantal Regnault from VOGUING: Voguing and the House
Ballroom Scene of New York City, Photograph, 1989–92, https://www.thefader.com/2012/01/30/interviewchantal-regnault-on-voguing-in-new-york

Fig. 16, Regnault, Chantal, Photograph: Chantal Regnault from VOGUING: Voguing and the House
Ballroom Scene of New York City, Photograph, 1989–92, https://www.thefader.com/2012/01/30/interviewchantal-regnault-on-voguing-in-new-york

In her book, Voguing and the House Ballroom Scene of New York City 19891992, Haitian-French photographer Chantal Regnault displays the sense of pride and joy
associated with House Ballroom culture. These photographs reveal the importance of
Houses and House mothers to this culture and represent so much more than a means to
hold a walking competition. For many Black LGBTQ+ folk, the Ballroom displays the
importance of community, a concept that many queer and trans people of color come to
understand as they enter the House Ballroom culture and find their chosen family. This
aspect is important because it shows that Black femme within the QTPOC community
can and have led full lives while dealing with societal oppression. It also goes against
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how this community is most commonly represented in art and visual communication,
which primariliy focuses on violence and HIV/AIDS.
Regnault’s work also reflects Black feminist thought that asserts how
photography acts as a political instrument for the Black community to resist
misrepresentation. 37 bell hooks defines photography and the camera as tool for Black
people to disprove negative misrepresentations created by White people, such as the
Mammy caricature. Photography has this power because it allows for the opportunity to
control the image being created. During times when Black people weren’t given access to
spaces like art galleries and museums, the camera allowed them to document their lives
and stories. While Regnault was not involved in the House Ballroom scene, she became
close to the community and took that opportunity to accurately represent their stories.
This allowed for Black femme folks within this community to be represented by their
reality. These photographs are especially important for Black trans women who still
struggled with being recognized as women in larger communities. Because the trans
experience was not being documented in most means of visual communication, trans
women were not included in the conversations surrounding womanhood. As a result, they
were ignored entirely, and thus misrepresented. Regnault uses her photographs to resist
this misrepresentation by giving Black trans women access to her political instrument:
her camera. As a result, her photographs act as documentation of their existence and
recognition of their womanhood.
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Fig. 16, Regnault, Chantal, Members of The House of Saint Laurent (clockwise): Temperance, Terence,
Octavia and Robbie, Photograph, 1989–92, https://www.thefader.com/2012/01/30/interview-chantalregnault-on-voguing-in-new-york
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Conclusion
With my thesis, I have investigated the relationship between visual
communication and the Black woman identity. My goal was to explore the real-life
implications of misrepresenting Black women and femme in art and other forms of
media, such as advertisement, film, and television. Visual communicators have a
responsibility to portray and understand the intersection of Blackness and womanhood as
fully realized and nuanced. When this responsibility is not upheld the legitimacy of the
Black woman experience is not being honored. These misrepresentations act as a
reinforcement of the racist and sexist attitudes that place Black women and femme as
inferior.
The implications of this research in the field of visual communication is directly
related to conversations about access as it relates to Black women and femme artists.
Because the field of visual communication has become a closed environment to those
who are not White and male, Black women and femme artist are not given the
opportunity to address and correct misrepresentations of their identity. Even in the rare
cases when access is granted, the spaces can be hostile, and resources are limited. This is
an experience I can personally speak to as I will be the only Black student to graduate
from the University of Louisville with a degree in visual communication in the 2020
cohort. This speaks to the larger conversation on how the lack of access contributes to
these misrepresentations. It also raises questions about the implication of a homogenous
visual communication field. How many Black women and femme visual communicators
are in the room when decisions are being made on how to visually speak to this identity?
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And if there are none, what measures are being taken to ensure that this process doesn’t
result in a racist and sexist advertising strategy, such as Aunt Jemima?
This thesis is an initial step to examine the role of visual communicators and their
role of creating images that are meant to represent marginalized communities such as
Black women and femme. Areas for future research should consider the following topics:
•

How does the work of Kara Walker compare and contrast to Betye Saar’s pieces
about the Black woman identity? This could expand into the role of the White
gaze when dealing with topics of violence and trauma.

•

The importance of intentionality in the creative process. When visual
communicators do not uphold their social responsibilities, how important is their
intention?

•

Visual communicators should consider the negative impact of using personas in
their creative process, as they can act as reinforcements of stereotypes and
eliminate the nuance of lived experiences.

•

This thesis focuses exclusively on the of impact image-making as it relates to the
American Black woman identity. Future research should consider different
regions included in the African diaspora.

36

Bibliography

Azoulay, Ariella. The Civil Contract of Photography. Translated by Rela Mazali and
Ruvik Danieli. First paperbacked. New York: Zone Books, 2008.
Braithwaithe, Les Fabian. “Striking a Pose: A Brief History of Ball Culture.” Rolling
Stone. June 6, 2018. https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culturefeatures/striking-a-pose-a-brief-history-of-ball-culture-629280/
Cho, Sumi, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall. "Toward a Field of
Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis." Signs 38, no. 4
(2013): 785-810. Accessed February 16, 2020. doi:10.1086/669608
Clashworth. “Wangechi Mutu: Histology of the Different Classes of Uterine Tumors.”
Last modified August 10, 2017. https://pages.vassar.edu/fllaceducation/wangechimutu-histology-of-the-different-classes-of-uterine-tumors/
Doy, Gen. Black Visual Culture : Modernity and Postmodernity. London: I.B. Tauris,
2000.
Farrington, Lisa E, and Faith Ringgold. Art on Fire : The Politics of Race and Sex in the
Paintings of Faith Ringgold. New York: Millennium Fine Arts Pub, 1999.
Gage, Carolyn, “Guess Who’s Not Coming to Dinner: A Feminist Reconstruction of ‘The
Dinner Party’. ” Rain and Thunder: A Radical Feminist Journal of Discussion and
Activism, no. 2 (1999): 1–2.
Green, Susan. “Violence Against Black Women – Many Types, Far-reaching Effects.”
Institute for Women’s Policy Research, July 17, 2017. URL .
https://iwpr.org/violence-black-women-many-types-far-reaching-effects/

Hill Collins, Patricia. Black Feminist Thought : Knowledge, Consciousness, and the
Politics of Empowerment. [2Nd ed.]ed. Routledge Classics. New York:
Routledge, 2009.
“Honoring Trans Lives, Dreaming of Trans Freedom.” Forward Together. 2009.
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/POLITICS/01/30/illinois.governor.quinn/.

37

hooks, bell. Art on My Mind : Visual Politics. New York: New Press, 1995.
Hoston, William T. Toxic Silence : Race, Black Gender Identity, and Addressing the
Violence against Black Transgender Women in Houston. New York: Peter Lang,
2018.

Johnson, Miles E. “This Artist Celebrates the Fat, Black Trans Experience.” Afropunk.
November 20 ,2018. https://afropunk.com/2018/11/this-artist-celebrates-the-fatblack-trans-experience/
Jones, Amelia. Seeing Differently : A History and Theory Identification and the Visual
Arts. [1St ed.]ed. Abingdon, Oxon England: Routledge, 2012.
Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation, Heidi R Lewis, Roland Mitchell, Takiyah Nur
Amin, Velva Boles, Claire Oberon Garcia, Jean Gumpper, et al. Beyond Mammy,
Jezebel & Sapphire : Reclaiming Images of Black Women : Works from the
Collections of Jordan D. Schnitzer and His Family Foundation. Portland, Oregon:
Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation, 2016.
Kern-Foxworth, Marilyn, “Plantation Kitchen to American Icon: Aunt Jemima.” Public
Relations Review, no. 16 (1990): 56–63.
National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs (NCAVP). Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer and HIV-Affected Hate and Intimate Partner Violence in
2017. 2018
Preminger, Otto. Carmen Jones. 1954; Moorpark: 20th Century Fox, 2006. DVD.
Scully, Pamela and Clifton Crais. "Race and Erasure: Sara Baartman and Hendrik Cesars
in Cape Town and London." Journal of British Studies 47, no. 2 (2008): 301.
Sims, Yvonne D. Women of Blaxploitation: How the Black Action Film Heroine
Changed American Popular Culture. McFarland, 2015.
Thompson, Barbara, Ifi Amadiume, Hood Museum of Art, Davis Museum and Cultural
Center, and San Diego Museum of Art. Black Womanhood : Images, Icons, and
Ideologies of the African Body. 1st ed. Hanover, N.H.: Hood Museum of Art,
Dartmouth College in association with University of Washington Press, 2008.

38

